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After a 48-hour general strike accompanied by massive demonstrations against the economic
policies of President Abdala Bucaram, the Ecuadoran Congress voted on Feb. 6 to remove the
president from office. The president of Congress, Fabian Alarcon, was named interim president of
the country. The crisis is far from over, however, since Bucaram is refusing to step down and Vice
President Rosalia Arteaga has issued a proclamation naming herself president. Bucaram's fall from
grace in the short six months since he took office has been described as a free fall as he has quickly
alienated almost the entire country (see NotiSur, 07/12/96, 11/15/96 and 01/10/97).
After campaigning on a populist platform, his price hikes and other economic measures
disillusioned the poor who had backed him, while also angering business and civic leaders. In
addition to his unpopular economic policies, Bucaram also received widespread criticism for his
erratic behavior he proudly calls himself "the crazy one" (el loco) and for what opponents called
unprecedented corruption in his administration. In recent weeks, politicians, major newspapers, and
influential civic sectors all called for the president to step down.
After a general strike and massive demonstrations against the unpopular economic policies
paralyzed the country on Feb. 5-6, Congress met in an emergency session and voted 44-34 to
remove Bucaram from office for "mental incapacity." Congress then voted Alarcon in as interim
president and called for new elections within a year. "God knows I did not look for this outcome,"
said Alarcon. "God knows I tried in every way to encourage President Bucaram to make significant
changes in form and substance to resolve this crisis."
During the special session of Congress, Bucaram intervened twice in a frantic bid to hold on to
power. He announced the dismissal of four of his most controversial cabinet members, Alfredo
Adum (Energy and Mines), Adolfo Bucaram (Social Welfare), Frank Vargas (Interior), and Miguel
Salem (Presidency). In addition, he agreed to roll back price hikes, which included jumps in
electricity and gas prices of up to 200%. Nevertheless, it was too little too late.

Bucaram vows to fight back
Bucaram called the vote a "judicial barbarity" and a congressional coup, and he said he had no
intention of leaving office. "The power of business and the power of bankers...will never be as
powerful as the Constitution," Bucaram said, suggesting that the efforts to oust him had been
engineered by Ecuador's economic elite. "I am the only president elected by the poor, by the people
of Ecuador." The military expressed its support for the Constitution and called for a quick end to the
crisis, following a predawn meeting with the defiant Bucaram, who insisted he was still in charge
and vowed to serve out his term.
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Military chief Gen. Paco Moncayo said the armed forces are "absolutely apolitical," and will not
seek to fill the power vacuum. "We are leaving it to the politicians to find a prompt solution to this
problem that is seriously affecting the country," said Moncayo, adding that the military might play a
mediating role in resolving the crisis. Further complicating the crisis, Vice President Rosalia Arteaga
issued a statement saying that she is now the president. Ecuador's Constitution is vague on who
replaces a sitting president, although Congress's power to remove a president from office is clear. By
citing Bucaram's "mental incapacity," only a simple majority approval in the 82-seat Congress was
required, avoiding a lengthy impeachment process. [Sources: Hoy (Ecuador), Spanish news service
EFE, 02/06/97, 02/07/97; CNN, El Comercio (Ecuador), Reuter, 02/07/97]
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